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THE VILLAINESS 


by Anton Bitel 


sare) i0(e).@llamial-magierel(= 


The Villainess opens in medias res, and its first seven and a half 
minutes - leading up to the on-screen appearance of the Korean 
title, 2} or Ak-nyeo (literally ‘evil woman’) - certainly grab the 
Flak=alde)aMmyiUali(omaalcenuaiaremaar>wvdl=\"\c-)mecxe)gal-manld.<-\e mye lal-lisme(=ss)le|alave) 
to discomfit and disorient. Initially what we watch is restricted to 
the point of view of a character whom we cannot see, but who 

igzlan) ey-\e[-\smaalgelee|am-mele|i(el|alemr-\.d/aleme)au-\|mere)pa-le-muivam- me lel arur-lal 
axe and blades - and with extreme prejudice. From the timbre of 
the unseen character’s breathing, it is possible to discern that this 
FSWidal-elal-w-lale mela) han ce)pal-lamiam-Wme|ae|ee)vat-ial-laat-lalmill(-cemuivamaal-lan 

AVA aTI(= mim @X>Yore) aalo\swes(cY-lauuat- land aliomiow- me(-)ame)merslaalial-lismemexe)aale)(-ko milan 
meth lab - its invader is no heroic crimefighter. Not only does she 
(ofomlale- (om ialowa\e[e]a=ssso1e) maida me [6] al e)t-y4]alomm- lace auinal(=\-1-)\vmanle|cel-lmre)g 
at least maim literally everyone that crosses her path, but she even 
rs} aloo) ksme(=1-\0 Mr-Wa- 10m c-\e1alal(ed-lam'alemismeren\(-1alale micelanmal>)ane-ial-\anval-la 
attacking like the rest. So.there seems little doubt that she is the 
villainess of the title, ensuring that our identification with her, forced 
by our shared perspective, is very uneasy. 


The first five minutes of this film throw us in with a ruthlessly 

ya ifeq(=)almdiiiiare mant= eval als rami amr- Wiles) e\-)ec\e)abe-/alele)c-)auaatelel-mr-laali tals 
from video games. There are no doubt several concealed cuts in 
this sequence, but to all appearances this is a bravura single take, 
o \Vat-laal(ers\| hanne=\e1.4)ale Mm al-lmnva(-\ivar-l(e)ale Mm exe) ga(e[e)g-yare (e)Yiamcjtsl| cer=Ks\-r=l Ale) 
through rooms all crammed with armed men - and the unbroken 

111 U](o Ti nYaxeyin talioW wa @AVar~) ale) mre) al \Vat=\alal=laler-\smele| are |alere)aniio)ar-le)(-w-lilt-larer= 
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with her and the massacre that she both initiates and resolutely 
perpetrates. Only when she enters a gym full of thugs (including a 
FeVgo{=msiulix-\o Ms ant=\a in zacem sme) ei (elUl-)\Vaial-mm oless> Maro) aliomel-laalialem(=\V.>1) 

SM allan alsr=\e mes) patstsjal-em|alcom- lm anliaae) mu avace mM al=)aml(omcy-\-m al-1@m 0) (eLele NV 
face for the first time, a different kind of cut shifts the perspective 
to a more objective, if no less dynamic, style, as the camera (again 
in an apparent single take) cleaves close to her body for a further 
two-and-a-half minutes as she works her way through all her 

(oe) ofe)al=/aieom (laves|6(e|| are mual- ms efess1-09 Mar- lace (=1-10ssmelUlmiat>m\\Zalele\ ime) aicomsal= 
rainy alleyway below, where she surrenders to a group of policemen 
who all have their guns trained on her (in case anyone were still 
UlateWiie=lg= mela MN aal(e)amsi(e{>Me)m alm t-\Wmsja lo Me) e\>\e-1K>15) B 


It is precisely because this opening scene is shot so immersively, 
fe)[UTale|[aremaatsmv(=\'is1 am lalvemr-lam-y.4e)(es-)(e)amemn(-1iar-VVle)(= alex mi inaleleis 
explanation, precursor or context, that it leaves us rocking and 

ig=X-\i late r= le)ale my Uiiameat=mante)e)|(-mer-laai-ie- MMU lalcielco mal ic-mcomiaomelels 
moral footing. Yet even as we are made to align ourselves with a 
mass murderess (played by Kim Ok-bin, best know for Park 
Chan-wook’s Thirst (2009)), there are ways in which this prologue 
Fe\ESYoM all alsswr-imr= lm 0)(0[@[-1au e)(e140]c-mmr- lace m-lmnal=\pal-\omval-lmlaloMa>s>] MO)mialomilian 
will tease out. First, for all her kill-happy moves, our heroine gains 
our sympathies because of her vulnerability. This is not just because 
she is one against hundreds (“Eh, you came alone? Crazy bitch!”, 
(exe) anlant=/altsm- lam alelg=\e|6|(e)0\omr-\akelel-\o mel t-|aimm ey-\e1.<-1em o)Var-lam- lana me) 
knife-wielding comrades), nor just because, when we finally see her, 
she is relatively diminutive in frame, but also because she is the sole 
Vola at=lalialr=™v/(e)(>/almawe)a(eme)mant-lan 


Wiel c= allalesmexe)aat>mvil- Mell [Uls}e)alsm ce meliat=\ anil ieatowmm |maal-mere) aalere)milelairs 
obviously evoke Oldboy (2003), viewers might recall that in Park 
Chan-wook’s film the aggressor was not only motivated by revenge, 
but also manipulated to action. If the single-take, multi-floor 
mayhem conjures a similar sequence in Warrior King (2003), 
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the aggressor in Prachya Pinkaew’s film is unambiguously fighting 
1Ko) @a'VaT= 1mm ale] a] mem lalemiat>msy-laal-manl(e|almol-msy-l(eMelmia(-Mal- ce me)mer-le-118 
AVE alia aM tem CACM ID PAY Vale mcs anllt=lahane=lle\sm-moleli(ellarem-lalemanleisimulelali 
his way up to the boss. The possibility remains that our villainess 

Sw alolm=)altla=)\an eX-\/.0)a(emc=el=1a 0) e)i(e)amemr-lalem |almr- (elem ial-Ma-s>) movmlal-millan 
will carefully unravel just why she came to be eliminating the entire 
foXe)o)0| f= 14(e)a me) miar-\m-1o |i lex>emr-1 ale Mm alehiarsjal>m at-\emr- (ere [6||a-\omual-ms).<li(o-lale 
drive to do so. 


2. Lights, camera... action 


Before studying film at Chung-Ang University, writer-director Jung 
Byung-gil spent six months at the Seoul Action School. Although he 
has never himself worked as a stuntman, he used the connections 
reVavem=y.40\=1al=1a exo al=Mef-lla(=\emtal=)c-mKOM anl=l.¢-Waler!(6)¢m 10) 7-40 0\0) F 

an idiosyncratic feature-length documentary that follows several 
(o]¢=(elUf-1X-ss eo) mm alo mele) nolo) mr-tommtal>\ vali avacom el-rere)aa(omillsamciielaliaal- lab 

This was followed by his Confession of Murder (2012), a twisty 
posycho-thriller that pits a cold-case serial killer against a scarred 
cop and the vengeance-seeking relatives of several victims - 

and is full of parkour-style chases and fights atop moving vehicles. 
Youu] U/ ale Ism\(>)1 mm ©)t-\er-1e mKome(-)I)V(-)are)alial-m-\e1l(e)amiat-Vmtalom e)ce)(elel6(-mKe) 
The Villainess seems so unequivocally to promise. Indeed, 

many of the elements that characterised Confession of Murder - 
the deft switches between past and present, the heady 
manipulation of the viewer’s moral orientation, and several very 

iF elo) ea ics) \amaalelelaixsvemr-\e14(e)amcx-1e10|-/ale-\sm- lanl ksMer>) alc Meralco miUlanal=\s 
developed in Jung’s latest film. Yet The Villainess is no more a 
siie=1(e] ajmr-\eqdle)amiliaamsar-\amiecm e)ge)r-(olelalicimi mine-l(e]aiaie)ayr-lgei Ni 

a villainess. 
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3. “So melodramatic” 


Our heroine’s name, it turns out, is Sook-hee - although it will 
change over the course of the film to Chae Yoon-soo when she 
goes undercover as a sleeper agent for the Korean secret service. 
Her film’s identity proves similarly hybrid. For as The Villainess 
follows Sook-hee’s recruitment and training for the secret service, 
her growth as a loving mother to Eun-hye (Kim Yeon-woo), her 
new career as, appropriately enough, an actress, and her (Second) 
marriage to spy-next-door Hyun-soo (Sung Joon), we see a woman 
struggling to reinvent herself, settle down and put a history of 
bloodshed behind her - even as triggered flashbacks reveal the 
continuities between her past and her present life, while those 
NVVare)aalesjal=m laatslellatvom\(-1¢-m (e)aleme(=r-(om <-1-/Omc-110laaliaremcomal-lUlalmalcie 


When Sook-hee, leaving the training facility to take up her new life, 
bids a warm farewell to her friend Min-joo (Son Min-ji), rival trainee 
FeYo [lal Mi @lanmeolel am (eM =10|ata|) Mt-l.c-om->.¢er-]0)1(0)amcom iallome le) (-\ymelmalcy-laareiit 
lalUlaat=laliavemexe)an)e)i=llalialepmmmetem agt=1(elele-\aal- li (emma am ialicwc=s) 0l-(e1mml Qian ms 
feX=\g atl esse lhVdl ale m=9,40)g=ss3-)(e) am KOM’ Vale lmant=lahvaars\ge(>lalsvemr-\e1i(e)amr-lalcmanr= NY 
be feeling at this point. For while The Villainess is certainly peppered 
with scenes of infiltration and assassination, much of its duration 

is taken up by Sook-hee’s developing romance with Hyun-soo, 
lat=\q@xezo)ayil(eix=\o Mmi=\=\i|ale srl ele]0)m al-lanile>imalelsjey-lalemeleye) ale becr-lalem (slalia 
metal ,0140 18) Pur ale mu al=\amexe)aler=\galmie)musa(-mi0110]c-Me)ima(-\guveyo(e|(-\arel-l0le]aix-\a 
slu(e1amele)gal=\>14 (em ©)a=1elexe10] ey-1N(@)alow- lao Miao (=1-1e mtal-Ms1i0) nme) mant=)(e\e/¢-lant- ie 
reValomant=)(elele-laar- ean iarslms\-valligal>lale- lim aavele(- me) Mm .Co)a=t-la mel |al-\pal-mcom Valles 
Western viewers prove most averse, sits at odds with hyperviolent 
action. Yet here, the collision of those two genres is the very soul of 
the The Villainess, propelling the tension between Sook-hee’s desire 
om |\Vsmur- Mm ale)aaat- lm iis Memr-lalemiat>me(-1s)/c-me)me)tal-)éom (lale1(6(e/lalemaat-lahy 
viewers) that she get back to kicking ass. These are also the twin 
drives internalised within Sook-hee since she was a little girl. For on 
the one hand she is on a quest for vengeance upon the unseen man 
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who murdered her father before her eyes, and whose distinctive 
whistle - the film’s primal sound, so to speak, and the Pavlovian 
signal that always sets Sook-hee off on a murderous rampage - 
was heard in the film before even the bloody prologue kicked off. 
Yet on the other hand, Sook-hee just wants to return to the idyllic 
family life that she enjoyed before her father died. 


ai alismelelele)(-manteli\yc-tile)amer-\am el-mell-\e-1¢al-1em am al-lar-\Ze)hVilalemact-1d(e)arsial|® 
Vidal val= We) (o[=) ev (ole)ale pest-lare Mm (siale))\ ial |alr-lss-1(-\ome) mil- lia] er=\e1,c) BAU 

first, when this professional hitman rescues Sook-hee from child 
sex work and takes her under his wing, he serves as a father figure 
to the girl, teaching her, Léon-like, the tricks of the assassin’s 

trade that she will need to avenge her real father. Yet as she gets 
older, Sook-hee develops different feelings for the man she (rather 
creepily) calls ‘Mister’, and invites him to marry her, with the words: 
“If you promise to stay with me, I’ll forget about revenge, and live 

rem are) gaat lix- yaaa 1m om at) em ale) al=\Vanlole) aim tar- ime) alate tsmetele) clal-i-mice)anmalays 
native Yanbian to Seoul, where, over dinner, Joong-sang tells her, 
“Let’s live a normal life”, before being called away on business. 
Taliolanal=\omm o)vaeleye) ale brct-lale mom l(-10]\-yar- aim @7 alee) ataagien (m-\-msi-6] ale palele)) 
that the men behind her father’s death have now also killed her new 
lalUi=}ey-Talepmexelo) clal-\-M-lali=\ecmiai-m oll i(eliarem(er-ikeral (ale mel omuvivamial-millanies 
'eX=xelfalaliare) me)au= Md lale| (eqs h\Vcomcy6]eq(@ (om anlists}(e)aMemr=lalem gall e-\ele](ol0 si \va 

both succeeds and survives. 


Detained in a facility, Sook-hee is persuaded to become an agent 
1X0) gu a\-McjF-1K-Me)a lm val-m ©) ce) anlisy-mige)anmal-yamar-lale|(=)ama@)e)alesvele).@(aGlan 
SY=1e)e bY] ale) me) ©)ce)(=veqs(e)a lm (lan al-m ey-lo)’mital- im) al-Micmer-laavale parelale 

of (again) “a normal life” - after ten years’ service as an assassin. 
b=) talism arya ism celalom lam ey-le-li(-)mcemial-me) (ome) al- mem pale)gomc-\t-tile)arsial| els 
igele)x-Yo Mi ame(-\er-)0) ie) apar-lalelial=\aniyi-re(e||ale mel (sau) e)k=Vo mm ©) Vanvi(e)(=\aler-m (lair! 
scene closely modelled on Luc Besson’s Nikita (1990)) - with the 

exe leclit=iiKsiaalsme)gele(e|almncomsal-mie)g-me)var-Wal-lae-lih-Mmaat-tmn <-\-) @\-melgel-sJ ale] 
its chronologies. As old loves resurface and new ones prove falsely 
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grounded, Sook-hee’s double-agency encapsulates the film’s 
fore) alielelare(=vem-l)(-1e|f-lalex-\smcome|\=190 1-10] Me (-1ale-soe 


AV Al | Fell al=tstooune) ankeyaalialesiamaisyce)l als) 


mi co)anmat= am al(ollavem e)t-\ex> m0) ale(-/ar-m e\-\o mm ial> meal |(@metole) cl al-1om(e)l-\Vi-10. 

by Min Ye-ji) sees her father stabbed and then sledge-hammered 
Kolo [-Y-11a hmm ham iowr- Wu ©) a] pal-lmesvex-)a(-meq(@)s\=) hv anole(=\|(-1eme)amaat>m-lallaar-ixsve| 
origin story of O-ren Ishii from Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill: Volume 
2010/6) Ws -\=) nV aT 10 elele) Coa lo\-melel-\ome)amal>/amiles)manliss)(e)a me) anval= 
secret service, she realises with horror that she has come full circle, 
lal=yesX=) 1m A(O)W A a=y=) 010) a1s}/0)(= me) auaalelcel>/alavem-Mr-tsal-)ae\-10e)¢-Mallme) Ua 
daughter. This too borrows from the Bride’s first messy murder 

a a¢//m =1]_pur= tale Ma at=\a,<ometele). Gl alsio Mom c=r-l|tst-1s(e)a mi nal-1m) atom al- (om ol-rere)aat>) 
precisely what she abhors - and yet the point is that Sook-hee is 
not a natural born killer, but a villainess made by the misdeeds of 
others (and more specifically, of other men - even Kwon-sook must 
FeV aTs\WV{>) aa KOM a=) au gals l(=ms16] eX=/gle) és) MWY aleM-le]0\s\-mm=).40)(e)imr-larem aarlal|ele)t-iK- 
her to their own ends. 


Here the perverse forces of patriarchy - embodied most fully by 
Wolo) ale brst-1a1e Wem .<=1=) OMY a-/ale1al|alemige)anmetele) Gial>\-m-\'(-/aanallare mualsl 

she holds dear, until eventually in the end, as in the beginning, 

SJ at =m Iswoze) aa] @1=)| (-10 mm Kom-(e1t-e)m e)a0it-1me-\i-1ae[-m'2al(evame)al ya elel mangle) c=) 
'e)(efore me)amal=\auat-laletsw-lalem(=y-(emcomal-1aniUlanal-\ax-\aiie-\e)anl>/alemm Bal-millankes 
(oi Tant=vemrslaleliat=/ar-|e)ey-lc-lalmcyiale|(-mt-1.<omlamniial(evamual-mer-laq(=)e-mUste Noss 
Tag) eXes=s=}] hare) a]cevmn ta]celele|alr-\alemr-1g0)0 ale m-W ey-lac-)||/alemelelcw-lm-lamaylelg-vep 
axe-wielding Sook-hee takes on all the professional killers inside, 

KS 0) ¢=Yes<y>) \Vannal=) ale) Wess} Ke) ©) @)| ale mr=\eii(e) ales) ol-Le1r-\e](- mu at-lmr-l| m= lame) aler=) 

the audience craves and Sook-hee herself has been steadfastly 
trying to avoid - and so the pleasure that we take in its fast-moving 
intensity and extreme stuntwork is tempered by our Knowledge that 
V{=¥e- lao ¥si=1=)] [6 melele) Gl alst-male)msvomanleleiaMiiel-\e-1i/alemal>ies\>)lmr- tm a-\anr-llallare| 
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caught in a vicious cycle, until in the end all her momentum 
comes to a crashing stop and she is once more arrested by 
fo [U lata Xelijareman(-\aF 


As a vision of a serially wronged woman’s plight, The Villainess is 
extremely bleak - but Sook-hee’s strength, tenacity and capacity to 
resist the steepest of odds are what make her such an impressive 
and captivating, if ultimately tragic, character. She may be 
oppressed, her agency may not be entirely free, but Sook-hee, 
defiance incarnate, always struggles and always survives against 
her oppressors in their insidious male hierarchical structures - 

and that is what makes this villainess a feminist heroine, 

fighting the very system that has engendered her. 


Anton Bitel is a part-time Classicist and freelance film critic, 
specialising in genre, cult and the cinema of East Asia. 
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THE VILLAINESS TAKES. OVER - THE RISE OF 
KOREA S ACTION DAMES 


__ by Pierce Conran 


Talmdat=me) eX=\allale mm aale)aal=\alssme)mm eel-n'41/(<)/a(ossseer= le) al-mile|Ulg-M=1anley-la.ccmel a 
a bloody rampage that will see dozens of men cut down by bullets 
and blades. Experienced from the perspective of the mysterious 
assailant, we only learn the identity of this savage and efficient killer 
at the final stage of their mission. Cutting through a swathe of burly 
fo} e) ofe)al=altsmlam-men\/00 lm cele) an rel0) au e)ae)r-lele)alicim aalo)aat=valt-lal hm (essy=ssmnal= 
W]e) ey=1 am al-larem-lalem isms t-lanlani=ce mi alcom-manllace)em me)aniat> mm ilesiand|an(>m(- mers ikere) 
a glimpse of their face — which to our surprise reveals the bloodied 
but determined Kim Ok-vin, star of Park Chan-wook’s gleefully 
twisted vampire fable Thirst. 


(©) Mero)0] e-\-Wm val>we[-lale(>\ar-larem (el=\aidiavae)maaliom diliialemant-(evaliarmoialelel(e| 
be no real mystery in a film entitled The Villainess, yet this is no 
ordinary introduction. As she stares at herself in the mirror, her 
ig=)i(-\eun(e)ame|t-ln=1sm oy-\e],.@r-1 malo m-lelel(-\aer-mUliam-mlale(-)alalem-laceme(-vir-lai! 

_ gaze. As though issuing a direct challenge to us, as well as 
established action stars, both in Korea and around the world, 
she dares us to question her status and proficiency as one of the 
most fearsome on-screen threats seen anywhere in 2017. 


_ Kim, who was plucked from relative obscurity to star in Park’s 

_ 2009 Cannes Jury Prize winner, isn’t Korea’s first female action 
star, but in a country where the box-office charts were once littered 
with female-driven hits, it’s surprising just how few women have 

appeared in commanding, physical roles in the years since. 
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For example, if you look at the top ten most successful Korean films 
of the 1970s, you'll find that five feature either a woman’s name 

or the word ‘woman’ in their titles, eight were primarily focused 

fo) al-"mi-)aar-t(-m e)ae)r-(e(e)alisjmr-lalem-li m= lamicr-de|g-1em-lamr-\e1le-\\o Ml lair (-116) 
role. Compare that to 2016, when only one film (The Last Princess) 
satisfied those three criteria, while the other nine films in that year’s 
top ten failed to tick even one box between them. 


Since the 1970s, the Korean film industry has steadily moved away 
from the genres typically associated with women — romance, 

i= lanliNaele=\pate\smelen ce)ant-lals(emere)aal-\el(-\syats)i0(e|(elomal-\i-m e\-\-la mal 

fo mel=\V{-1(e) OM i=)pal= =m ex-/alua(emain(=so¥m lal ele) e)0|(-lare|-lala-ssmuml arene leliale) 
ivalalitslecus lave mrs (eil(eamillaalcmmudali(sm aals)(ele|e-laat- Pm ualsice)aealale 

bread and butter of the industry, faces increasingly stiff 

foxe) an) ol-1sie)almicelanmaat=me)\-a'2a(=)/anliace pele) ele) t-\aiave) mm AUe|e-lant-ton 


a dle)an vom @laame)(-V4)alemal-lmni\-\ansalgeleie|am-meleli(el/aremill|me)maat-l-) 
adversaries with the stylish efficiency of John Wick, strong female 
eye To ksml el-\ef-l am com t-1.<- cele) ml am ial>M=y-la\var-401010\-em me) aanliet-le)(-mi-lparel(= 
'e)co)r= (ele) alicjeswmisr-1h0/ acon ©)ce)anlial=ialanvalammual-mel-lale[oix-\ mee) pal-ve\yme(=\ala>) 
(My Wife Is a Gangster (2001)), swiftly followed by a number of 
darker, female-centric revenge thrillers, most notably Sympathy for 
Lady Vengeance (2005) and Princess Aurora (2005). 


Parlaying the family drama into a four-quadrant title, gangster =| 
comedy franchises like Marrying the Mafia, Hi Dharma! and Mapado 
commanded the charts in the early 2000s. Similarly, My Wife is a 
(CF-TaleKyr=yance)|(e\ cm tal-msi=1ere) ace bel labree)anlaar-lale mela ele) V-\gi0]mel-lalep 

who decides to fulfill her sister’s dying wish, and find a man to 

marry, while keeping her criminal status secret from.him. Playing the 
gangster bride of the title is Shin Eun-kyoung, laying claim to the title 

of modern Korean Cinema’s first female action star. Shin led the first 
two films in the series, which proved major hits in 2001 and 2003, 

as well as the less well-received action titles This Is Law and Blue. 
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Truth be told, the powerful opening of The Villainess may be a nod 
_..--to My Wife Is a Gangster, which used a similar trick to introduce a 

female action lead to many Korean audiences for the first time. 

A gangster recounts the legendary exploits of his boss ‘Big Brother’ 

ioe Midi- ale Pm Am Ualeamant-lan a alerelelom-le-mel-r-1k-amele)Vamelllalalem-Me-llate 

drenched nighttime set piece. When the gangster invites his friend 

TaiXemnval-mef-lale om al-r- (ele [6l-lak-\eom co ahacelolUlex-mallanmmiaromiai>/alempalisirslc-lalhy 

addresses the wrong person while launching insults at the real 

‘Big Brother’, who is revealed to be a woman. 


enn 


In an industry besotted with gangster films, My Wife Is a Gangster 
was a refreshing novelty, relying heavily on the contrast and seeming 
surprise of seeing a woman do ‘a man’s job’. Welcoming well 

over five million viewers as it became the second biggest home- 

fo [ce)Vialmalime)in ial=mV/-y-lemes)ae (0 |(s-mcele) al ale) i(er-e-lale Mr-1aK-1an) e)(-1e mem i(elele| 
dat=maalqla.c=18 @)(-(ex-MNViltam- male lpn)el-)are)m-)ianlit-laniliaalcemlalsicor-(eme)melhilale 
laalo)g-mue-\elii(e)ar=lmaat-l(omae)(s\smcomy\Ve)an(=amiarelele|ammaat=\\a e\-\el- lamcom e\-1e lel (~ 
increasingly slapstick gangster-comedy fare, a fad that wore out 
after just a few years, while strong roles for women remained rare. 


If the lesson wasn’t learned in 2001, perhaps it was in 2005, 

Vitam dalsmr-leahc-|meovm oleltamiaromilat-lmlarsir-li/aql=)a1me) il at-10 @ Or al-labaN\ele).@s 
Vengeance Trilogy, Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, and Princess 
Aurora, the directorial debut of actress Bang Eun-jin. While neither 
is an action film per se, both featured female leads (Lee Young-ae 
relate Olalgamelelare taal iv-¥malelaliialeme(on Zam anressia\ a par-l(-mr-lge(-1eom amare lae-lihVcrs 
that chronicle their brutal and effective vendettas. They fulfilled 
the same desires as Sun-woo in Kim Jee-woon’s A Bittersweet 
Life or Dae-su in Park’s previous hit, Oldboy (2003), with the only 
(oliai=ia-)alexsm ol=)/ale Mm dat- im m=1> mm A0)0] ale br-(-m-lalemOlalaamulelalenzalilc-mal-(e mien el-) 
more inventive with their murders than Lee Byung-hun and Choi 
Wil ateiL Ges Ohst> ie) mre 10) aloeum ar-laalaal=\ecwrelalem of-lc-mal-lalelce 


In the same year, Lee Myung-se’s sumptuous swordplay action- 
drama The Duelist transformed star Ha Ji-won from a horror victim 
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and romantic interest into a spunky action lead, snatching the 
crown of Korea’s first true female action star from Shin Eun-kyoung 
in the process. The Duelist may not have lit the box office on fire but 
many consider it a seminal contemporary Korean film, and Ha’s new 
persona allowed the actress to differentiate herself from the pack 

of hopeful Korean starlets. While she didn’t give up her dramatic 

or comedic roles, the next few years and many hours in the gym, 
Sto \W il mit= lm Ol=1ex0)gal-maal- ml arelOlsiiavaecme(elacome|ia ime) ar-leqile) ae 


PAN U(o|T=yalex-\smilal=li\mrexe) ake)a(-\e Me) am com ml-leomenar-lanlemvi=1ecy- UNI AAR al=18 

she starred in Tsunami disaster blockbuster Haeundae in 2009, 

one of the most successful Korean films of all time. A year later she 
appeared alongside Hyun Bin in the wildly successful TV drama 
Secret Garden, playing a member of the Seoul Action School. A real 
establishment, the school is a training academy for stunt performers 
rts} F=10) [ts]al=1e Mm ON Va aCe)ast=lamantclant=lm-ladisimr-lalemiiUlalecm(-\e(-)alemelelare| 

DYeYors ale)ale Pm a=ss) ele) arsiie)(- mie) mu tar>m-(e14(e]a Ml |al-l1 elm mi’(olemey-16 ale bac la les 
films. During press tours for Lady Action in 2015, a variety show that 
trained six actresses in stunt work (including How to Use Girls with 
Secret Tips (2013) lead Lee Si-young) Jung singled out Ha 

Ji-won as the only legitimate action star in Korea, acknowledging 
lat=)a@usjle|aliiter=lalmr-(e1t(e)am=y.4e\-1a(- 1a (exo ml alae) é-1-lamillaatow-lalemele-laat-toe 


Ha’s image as an action star led JK Films, the powerhouse 

(eo) cele [Ule1d(e)amexe)an) ey=lavai el=\all ae m(<(=)0/416/-(-ram vom ele] |(om-mal-\war-(eqsce)a) 
'e)xe){=re1mr=|0)0] ale m a\-\emnsal-Me)| male Mejc-r-140]g-Mi-)-110]¢-Mol-1e1(0) gyal AON DE 
Fe Ta hVaoxe) [6 laalalmialeval=ssWa'i\i=1¢-me(-\V,0)K-10 CO m-leo mie) ¢.colUlmac-\e|lani=1a 
ahead of the film’s release, which ultimately proved both a 

critical and commercial disappointment. Nevertheless, the project 
remains a milestone as arare Korean blockbuster film centered 

Fel colel are mr=Mmizyant=\(om ©)ae)r-(e le) all-1mmyiUalomral.(-sme(o))\am-mie)sanl(er-le)(-mulit-lial 
Vial it=mexe)atsiisii=Jal thyme) essir- (el [ale Mm al-lauaat-\(-merehit-lecp 


* 











ee 


Subsequently, in Korea’s unforgiving commercial marketplace, 

Ha’s lustre started to fade and her next, The Huntresses, 

was perhaps doomed to failure. A Joseon-era Charlie’s Angels-style 
action romp featuring Ha at its centre, it endured several delays 
before debuting to little fanfare and scathing reviews in 2014. 


As Korea’s first legitimate action star began to dim, a few other 
late) e110] (sm=)pik=1g-vemea(-mele)ant-liaMmAali(-male)aromar-\em el-\-1amcy-\>lam-ier-a) 
action star before, these actresses were already more successful 
than Ha at her peak. This new generation included Gianna Jun 
(aka Jun Ji-hyun), Son Ye-jin and Doona Bae. 


‘Cit-Talat- villa el-cer-laql>mar-lacem al-\owc=)aat-llal>1e Mme) a(> Me) iN aCe)g-1-emKe) © 
performers, following the release of rom-com classic My Sassy 
Girl. (2001). But after several romantic titles, Jun set her sights on 
Hollywood with the misbegotten horror-action project Blood: The 
| =T) aa£-10 0] 0) f= CACO) a exe) Co) [ale re laleliat=iar-1ac-van|e)mr-imiat-m @vallarsisi> 


market with Snow Flower and the Secret Fan (2011), she returned 
om o)g=t- Ko (eo) amial=M-)als\-19010)(-6e)m @iare)m Ble) alenaalelelamcmar-\i-jauralall(-l4 
The Thieves (2012), which remains one of the most successful 
Korean films of all time. This would be the first of three consecutive 
S10] o) exe) aiialemce)(=.-m lam allmr-(e1i(e)amili(-ssmce)arel lla pm lale)0(el/ale mm iyele) 
Seung-wan’s The Berlin File (2013), and Assassination (2015). 


WAV/aviKowe lel al arstow elUl|imial=iamtol-)axer-lq-\-)gr-|ge)0|avem-\eii(oamillantsmmimynelel ie 

be a stretch to say she is considered an action star. Only in 
Assassination does she not play second fiddle to male action leads 
and in The Berlin File, despite shooting a man off a ledge, she’s a 
portrayed as little more than a damsel in distress. 


Ever more so than Jun, Son Ye-jin seemed an unlikely candidate 
ico) ar- (eile) am illanWs)r-1g0(0)anhmn .@ale)'/alie)mesve)nmnc=yaaliallarmee)(=sm lal; ms\>)q(o\omke) I 
NVKS1H6] maal=)(olelg-lpat-tsw-lale exe) gal-lel(-\cmmjalom-).¢e)-)alani=)alc-(emNiiam-mer-|el-)6 
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thriller (Open City (2008)) and a disaster film (The Tower (2012)) 
before scoring box office gold with The Pirates (2015), an action- 
lat=Y=WVAVanexe)aat=\o \yar-\@hU=va140]g-Ml am ial=¥<) ©)|¢1m0)M a//f< (me) mt el- 6 Or-1¢]0) 6-116 F 
Her next role, in the China-Korea co-production Bad Guys Always 
ID)[-M AO Ko) AWr- (oer |isyo r= a ir- (e1 (0) a exe) an(=1e hye O01 m=)/aler-mual-lam)al-m aria! 
fore) aliialei-com\\ditam-ce1t(e)amae)(=symnalel0(e]alal-laulaar-(e>Mal-lom-).4er-lare(-rem lalre) 
more varied territory, including political thrillers (The Truth Beneath 
(AO Ks)) Varo Milat=laret=\ mm talali(=\esm(A\(=1e (6) 4/-14(e)¢m CACM io) B 


ai at-manless)ms\-10 (010 \smere)alk= yale (>lar-laale)aremaat-mialc-\>MIsm10] c=) \yam Dlole)at- =i-\>e 
star of early films from Bong Joon-ho (Barking Dogs Never Bite 
(2000)) and Park Chan-wook (Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance), who 
played an archer with stage fright in Bong’s The Host (2006). But 

it has been overseas where Bae’s made her mark recently, as a 
bona fide action star in several works by the Wachowskis, including 
Cloud Atlas (2012), Jupiter Ascending (2015) and NetIfix TV series 
SSY=1¢YoloPan m=) gto] 010), nxe)|(@))\(=)er1400) ale Mm lalsir-(e]e-laamr-\ererelUlalmig-\el6l- yaa 


features snippets and images of her martial arts training. 


But we’re talking about Korean films, and following her sensational 
performance in The Villainess, the only action star on anyone’s 

lips is Kim Ok-vin. Jung Byung-gil’s revenge masterclass liberally 
references a wealth of action films from around the region. 

The eponymous heroine Sook-hee is gassed in her prison cell, 
reminding us of Oldboy’s Dae-su; she reassembles her weapon 
faster than her opponent, just like Sun-woo in A Bittersweet Life. 
She even witnesses her father’s murder while cowering beneath 

a bed, just as O-Ren Ishii did in the animated segment of Quentin 
Tarantino’s Kill Bill Vol. 7. 


These sequences elevate Kim into the same arena as the greats 
fo) iat>mel=)a|q-vm elem imo a mal-millpamomelal(e[e(-m-lalem elUls\-b eel0)alellale 
set-pieces where she truly distinguishes herself as a new breed 
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of action star. Jung wedges her between a pair sword-wielding 
attackers during a high-speed bike chase and dangles her from a 
careening bus filled with knife-wielding thugs. At the same time, 
AlESMillaalmtsee=l (sxe mrcli dail mom .Ce)ast-lmel|al=)gats ecm aal=)(ele| ¢-laarclilom gelelice 
fexey=yia(o)aliare mexele),cual=\omlam-m(e)’Z-mual-lalel(-mUliam-mer-l6(e]alt-) mien e)ge)t-le1m 
Yolo) Gi alsi=miow-l (sve M- Wa Co) e-r-1 aba @zalial=\s\-mlanlaalle|e-\alemr-lamelelesiie(-\aayUale) 
enters the mainstream and takes it over. If The Villainess shows us 
reVaNvaial ale pum Mesind at= 1m G1 pa @) Cavdlalm (omanlelcmiat-lamer-ley-1e)(-memerar-li(-valeliale 
lat= yam ant-l(-mexele|aix=1gey-latsw-lalemele)alalialemaat>maat-lali(-me) mm co)e-y- Mom (e)¢-)0nle)=)! 
action heroine with style, grace and ass-kicking ferocity. 


Pierce Conran is a Seoul-based critic for Screen Anarchy, editor for 
the Korean Film Council, independent film producer at 2Mr Films and 
consultant for XYZ Films and the Fribourg International Film Festival. 
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ABOUT THE TRANSFER 


The Villainess appears in its original aspect ratio of 1.85:1 with 
5.1 surround sound. The High Definition master was supplied 
by Contents Panda (South Korea). 


PRODUCTION CREDITS 
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Technical Producer James White 
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